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There are many things that may affect the self-confidence of graduate students as 
they matriculate through a masters level program. The confidence of a graduate student 
can be affected by prior educational and work experience, being a first generational 
college student, the length of time between school enrollment, and other life 
responsibilities. More specifically, there are additional factors that may challenge 
students enrolled in a Master of Social Work (MSW) program. This includes adopting 
the ethics and values of the social work profession. These ethics and values may 
conflict with personal beliefs, which may cause a student to question his or her ability to 
work with diverse populations. In addition, it may be challenging for individuals to 
place aside their biases based on past experiences. Based on this, an exploration into 
the confidence of students entering the social work profession was conducted. 
Purpose 
This study explored whether graduating students enrolled in a MSW program at a 
Historically Black College or University (HBCU) have differences in confidence levels 
based on prior social work experience or educational experience. The students 
surveyed are preparing for transition into the workforce. Several underlying factors 
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may influence the confidence levels of students, but for the purpose of this study the 
prior work experience and having a BSW degree were examined in order to target 
students that may need additional support while completing the graduate program. 
Confidence and the term self-efficacy will be used interchangeably within this study. 
Background of the Problem 
Performance is affected by various factors including self-efficacy and self- 
confidence. Self-confidence has been generally considered a personality trait, while 
academic self confidence is considered easily influenced by elements of the situation 
(Zorkina and Nalbone, 2003). Situational elements may be anything from, the learning 
environment to teaching styles of professors. Dr. Michael Rooney identifies individuals 
with low self-confidence as being unforthcoming to speak or take action, or even by 
overcompensating (as cited by Noga, 1994). Self-esteem has been identified as a 
personality trait linked to aggression (D’Zurilla et al., 2003). Students who fit either of 
these descriptions may not perform at full potential or may even quit. 
This idea makes sense in relation to human behavior and how individuals deal 
with a lack of skills or experience. Listening to an individual is the key to determining 
if low self-confidence is interfering with a student’s ability to learn objectives (Noga, 
1994). Learning objectives are part of being able to succeed academically; however, 
ability to apply knowledge to practice is affected by self-confidence. There are some 
fundamental skills that may be needed in order to succeed in school as well as life 
which include: to have control over one’s life, having high expectations, self-discipline, 
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responsibility, transference of knowledge, and commitment. 
In an essay, Hakin Rashid identified financial obligations and emotional fatigue as 
challenges which African-American students may encounter in attempts to achieve a 
graduate degree. In another essay, Clifton Poodry believed that self-awareness, or 
understanding oneself, is a skill needed in order to strive in graduate school (Farmer, 
2003). The idea of self-awareness leads into self-efficacy which is defined as the belief 
in one’s ability to organize and execute courses of action to produce certain attainments, 
or handle demands in life (Gregory, 2000; Fortune et al., 2005). If a student enters a 
MSW program feeling that he or she is less competent than other students or 
apprehensive about what to expect, the demands at the graduate level may cause 
additional stress which may affect self-efficacy. 
Statement of the Problem 
There is little research conducted on social work students and factors that affect 
confidence levels in an academic environment. Students with little to no work or field 
experience, or an academic background in social work such as having a Bachelor of 
Social Work (BSW), may not exhibit as much confidence in their ability to practice. 
Confidence skills may also have an effect on the practice after graduation. Employers 
can view this in the competence of individual social workers. From this standpoint, 
confidence levels can also be a factor in hires and promotions. 
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Significance of the Study 
This study is a basic examination of confidence levels as reported by students 
enrolled in a MSW program at Whitney M. Young, Jr. School of Social Work 
(WMYJSSW). There are various factors specific to African-American students that 
influence the success in an institution of higher learning. HBCU’s seem to provide a 
sense of closeness and support amongst the enrolled students that may not be perceived 
at majority white universities. A better understanding of how a MSW program can 
nurture confidence in students is gained from conducting this study. Students’ 
knowledge could be assessed upon entering a program to ensure that everyone is on an 
equal level of understanding. Areas of confidence in which students can be better or 
more prepared for practice in the workforce may include autonomous decision-making 
and leadership and preparation for supervisory positions. 
Institutions of higher learning, whether undergraduate or graduate level, expect a 
certain level of knowledge base in students upon enrollment. Placement exams are 
given to undergraduate students to assure that they begin at a competent level. 
WMYJSWW does not employ this for their MSW students enrolling into the program. 
Most MSW programs require only a Bachelors’ educational background in arts and 
sciences. Because of this, MSW students may come from a wide range of disciplines 
outside of social work. Therefore, this study might indicate the need for some type of 
assessment tool for students entering MSW programs. 
CHAPTER TWO 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
The literature provides not only a theoretical view of what motivates students in 
the area social work practice, but also on methods of evaluation. A small number of 
studies were found that discuss methods of evaluation as well as specific factors that 
build confidence in social work students to practice after graduating. This is the best 
method in which to see how well students translate skills from the classroom into 
practice just as they would in actuality. 
Educational Experience 
It has been stated that academic achievement motivation affects both how well a 
student learns new skills and information as well as the use of existing skills and 
knowledge (Langley, 2004). These existing skills could have been obtained from prior 
educational experience. Langley discusses the achievement goal theory as being able to 
explain academic achievement motivation. The theory posits that an individual’s 
interpretation of his or her achievement outcomes, rather than motivational dispositions 
or actual outcomes, determine achievement struggles by their affect on cognitive self¬ 
regulation processes. Cognitive self-regulation refers to students being actively 
engaged in their own learning (2004). If students become engaged in their own 
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learning, areas in which there is low confidence can be addressed. Confidence may 
then be observed or related to motivation. 
Langley conducted a study to demonstrate the usefulness of assessing student 
motivation by identifying the motivating and self-regulating factors that differentiate 
successful and unsuccessful under-prepared college students. There were seventy-five 
participants that were first year college students at a large Midwestern university. The 
study was conducted during the spring semester and the students were enrolled in an 
academic services program. The Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire, 
which is a self-report based on general cognitive view of motivation and learning 
strategies, was administered. It assessed student goals and beliefs of a course, beliefs 
about skill to succeed in the course, and anxiety about tests in a course. The assessed 
factors may correspond with confidence in that they address a belief in self. 
Langley hypothesized that self-regulation factors would account for differences 
between the successful and unsuccessful students. It was discovered in this study that 
self-regulation and control of learning belief scores did not differ between the two 
groups. Self-efficacy or confidence, time and study environment, and effort regulation 
proved to be statistically significant. Students that performed lower were not confident 
that they could do expected work. The self-regulatory process depends on perceptions 
of self-efficacy or an individual’s confidence in the ability to perform a task. The 
students that performed lower, thought of themselves as having less control over their 
time and environment and expressed that less commitment to expend the effort to be 
successful. 
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Tuckman (2003) studied the effectiveness of teaching students the use of specific 
learning motivation strategies and sub-strategies to meet the cognitive and motivational 
demands of college. The basic question of this study is to discover if being taught 
learning and motivation strategies will improve school performance. Questions in this 
study, however, were geared towards discovering if students receiving the strategy 
training earned higher grade point averages (GPA) than students that were not enrolled. 
Gleeson (1990) reviews various methods previously used to evaluate practice. He 
stated that a social workers’ failure to systematically evaluate their practice cannot be 
blamed on agencies, but on schools of social work. He goes on to state that schools 
generally have not been successful in implementing the curriculum policy statement and 
accreditation standards which require integration of practice and research content, and 
field application. If this is taken into consideration for BSW programs, it will help 
students address areas of low self-efficacy or confidence as they prepare for work or 
graduate study. 
Work Experience 
Transitioning from student to social worker involves many different factors. 
Students may become overwhelmed with entering “the real world” or there may be 
influences of environmental factors of which they have no control (Koerin et al., 1990). 
Koerin et al., go on to state that the student-advisor role should extend beyond 
graduation since students develop at different rates and have various needs as they 
prepare for the transition. Social work instructors should teach the curriculum which 
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prepares students for the transition to social worker as well as for the job search process. 
Preparation could also be made for students transitioning to graduate school. 
For the purpose of this study, practicum experience will be used interchangeably 
with work experience. Student performance in a field practicum is important because 
the setting and skills directly represent the real world of practice for which a student is 
preparing (Fortune et al.. 2005). Students translate skills from the classroom into 
practice and test their ability to be social workers. A student’s perceptions of their 
placements are important as potential intermediate outcomes (Fortune et al., 2001). 
Fortune, Cavazos, and Lee (2005) state that if motivation is related to student 
performance in the field then it is possible to predict who will do well and to provide 
interventions to improve motivation. They believe that students with high motivation 
to achieve are more likely to succeed in school and in careers. 
In their study. Fortune (2005) et al., used a sample of 188 students from four 
different social work programs including both MSW and BSW students. The majority 
of the students were Caucasian females. The purpose was to measure motivation and 
performance of students in the field. The expectation is that there would be a positive 
association between the outcome measures and value, intrinsic motivation, confidence 
and self-efficacy and a negative association between outcome and difficulty. Students 
rated themselves just above satisfactory when it came to social work skills. A Pearson’s 
test was used to determine correlations between motivation and outcome measures. 
There was a significant relationship between students’ satisfaction and motivation 
variables. They also found that there were higher self-ratings of skills associated with 
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greater task value, greater intrinsic motivation, and greater self-efficacy. 
Fortune, McCarthy, and Abramson (2001 ) conducted a study on sixty-four 
students who completed their first field placement and fifty-three who completed two 
field placements. The students were also planning to specialize in direct practice in 
their MSW program. They consisted primarily of Caucasian females, with half being 
thirty years of age or younger. A questionnaire was administered at the end of each 
placement for students to self-report their use of learning activities which included: 
observational-participatory activities taken from literature and seven conceptual linkage 
activities. 
For students in their first field placement, findings showed that several of the 
learning activities correlated with both measures of student perception of satisfaction 
and quality. Conducting co-therapy with a professional, explanations by the field 
instructor, and feedback on process recordings were the activities that showed 
significant association with students’ perception of the quality of field instruction. 
Second field placement students had similar results as the first placement as it pertains 
to learning activities. This implies that feedback in a practicum and also work settings 
may increase the quality performance. Increase in performance could also possibly be 
linked to confidence and motivation. 
Limitations of the Literature 
The previously discussed literature was very limiting in understanding how prior 
work experience and having a BSW influence students’ confidence and applying 
10 
knowledge into practice. The researchers conducted their studies at predominately 
white institutions, and with some studies, the students were not specifically stated to be 
social work students. There is therefore a lack of information that relates specifically to 
minority social work students that are enrolled in a MSW program. From the study 
conducted on social work students, a measure was not designed to address the general 
areas that social work schools may adapt to assess student confidence in their ability to 
practice social work. 
Although students may achieve high GPAs from class instruction, it does not 
reflect a student’s confidence in their ability to apply what was learned to “the real 
world.” In addition, practicum experience was used interchangeably for research 
purposes. This provides an idea of a factor contributing to confidence, but is not able to 
provide an accurate comparison of work experience and confidence. Also, the 
researchers did not address whether any of the students had prior work experience in the 
field of social work, nor if the graduate level students had a BSW. There was little 
research found to examine the confidence of social work students, whether BSW or 
MSW, and their ability to apply knowledge they have obtained from classroom 
instruction to practice. 
Definition of Variables 
For the purpose of this study, previous work experience means that the student has 
been employed by an agency that provides human social services. This does not 
include internship experience. Educational experience means that the student has a 
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BSW from an accredited school of social work. 
CHAPTER THREE 
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
In looking at self-confidence, the theory of self-efficacy will be used as a 
comparison for understanding. Self-efficacy is a theory that Bandura used to 
understand and treat a problem in both personal and social career development (Paulsen 
and Betz, 2004). Self-efficacy was defined earlier as beliefs in one’s capabilities to 
organize and execute the courses of action required to produce given attainments. 
Bandura defines efficacy as a generative capability in which cognitive, social, 
emotional, and behavioral sub-skills must be organized and effectively orchestrated to 
serve countless purposes (1997). In other words, it is explained as not being the number 
of skills that a person possess, yet the belief a person has in their ability to use the skills 
(Bandura, 1997; Petrovich, 2004). Students may have obtained the proper skills from 
classroom instruction and field placement, but applying the knowledge that was learned 
confronts the issue of self-confidence or self-efficacy. 
The MSW students may feel that because they have no prior experience or 
background in the social work field, they are not as competent as their colleagues. Or it 
may simply be the anxiety of actually practicing in the field autonomously. Bandura 
believes that people will perform differently under certain circumstances based on their 
belief of self-efficacy. For some students, transitioning from the classroom to 
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practicing in the field can be more stressful and for others it may be the opposite. 
Bandura also poses that self-efficacy beliefs are constructed from four principle 
sources of information which include: enactive mastery experiences that serve as 
indicators of capability; vicarious experiences that alter confidence through 
transmission of competencies and comparison with the attainments of others; verbal 
persuasion and allied types of social influences that one possesses certain capabilities; 
and physiological and affective statistics from which people partly judge their 
capableness, strength, and vulnerability to dysfunction ( 1997). Enactive mastery 
experiences tend to be the most significant source of confidence. In this case, self- 
efficacy is based on successes and failures. Vicarious experience involves modeling 
and comparing one’s performance with the performance of others. Verbal persuasion is 
provided by others to encourage the achievement of something. Finally, a physiological 
and affective state refers to a person’s response to emotional and physiological states 
such as stress (Bandura, 1997). 
MSW students that may not have a BSW or the work experience may initially 
have lower self-confidence than other students. Confidence or self-efficacy is a 
subjective phenomenon in that people can possess a high degree of skill, but unable to 
see themselves as being able to apply their capabilities consistently or over a variety of 
situations (Petrovich, 2004). This study examined whether students feel confident in 
their ability to perform with the skills they possess. 
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Hypothesis 
Hi: Students who have prior social work experience will have higher levels of 
confidence in their ability to practice social work than students without. 
H2: Students with a BSW will have higher confidence levels in their ability to 




The type of design used for this study is exploratory. The design notation can be 
shown as “O” with a measure taken without an intervention being administered. The 
symbol “O” represents the dependent variable, or the measurement of self-confidence 
levels. The exploratory design was chosen because this study investigates the self- 
confidence of students at this point in their educational career. This is done without the 
administering of any intervention by the researcher. The independent variable is the 
factors of prior work experience and having a BSW. 
Setting 
The data collection process took place on November 16 and 21, 2005 at 
WMYJSSW at Clark Atlanta University (CAU) in Atlanta, Georgia. CAU is an HBCU 
which was the first to have a social work program in the United States and is located in 
a Southeastern, urban and very diverse city. WMYJSSW has been accredited since 
1952 by the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) which requires particular 
standards for a school of social work. 
A survey was administered to two psychopathology classes taught in the Carl and 
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Mary Ware building. The classrooms were well-lit with comfortable temperature 
conditions. Each class is taught by the same instructor, with one at 1:00 pm and the 
other at 5:30 pm. 
Sample 
The MSW students chosen for this study were enrolled in the first semester of 
their second year at WMYJSSW. These students are anticipating graduation in May of 
2006. This excludes first year students. There were a total of thirty-five students 
surveyed. The students were all enrolled in a Psychopathology course since it is a 
required course for all MSW students. The students7 ages ranged between twenty-two 
and fifty-nine years of age. The sample consists of mostly females, but also includes 
males. 
Measure 
This study measured the confidence levels of MSW students in their ability to 
practice social work upon graduation. Their confidence was assessed using the MSW 
Student Practice Confidence Survey which consists of twenty-nine questions. This 
survey was composed of questions taken from the supervisor’s Final Evaluation of 
Students form found in the WMYJSSW 2005-2006 Practicum Manual. For the purpose 
of this study, additional questions were created to address areas that were not in the 
supervisor’s evaluation. This particular measure was chosen because it is able to 
measure students' confidence in their own knowledge and ability to apply it, rather than 
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their supervisor’s perception. Other general confidence scales were found, but the 
evaluation form was more specific to the MSW knowledge base taught in the 
WMYJSSW program. The survey, shown in Appendix B, asks questions directly 
related to that knowledge base. 
The measure is reliable in that it measures the same variable in the same way. 
That includes not only the students’ knowledge base, but self-reports of how confident 
they feel in using the knowledge in practice. The reliability of this measure is 
questioned in that this is the first time the MSW Student Practice Confidence Survey 
has been administered to students at CAU. Although the questions were obtained from 
the Practicum Manual final evaluation, it has previously only been completed by 
practicum supervisors. 
One survey question asked students about their undergraduate degree and whether 
they felt it prepared them for the field of social work. In regards to content and 
knowledge based questions, they were asked on a four-point Likert scale with, one as 
strongly disagrees and four as strongly agree. Confidence in the ability to apply the 
knowledge to practice was also on a four-point Likert scale ranging from not confident 
to very confident. Questions were formatted in two parts; asking first about a specific 
knowledge base, such as the understanding of human diversity, then their confidence to 
apply it to practice. Questions were formatted in this manner in order to observe if 
students believe that they understand the content. If students do not understand the 
content very well, then it is more likely that it will negatively affect how confident they 
feel in the ability to apply the knowledge to practice. 
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In order to compute an exact ranking of having low, moderate, or high confidence, 
the responses were coded. The number one represented not confident, two for 
somewhat confident, three for confident, and four representing very confident. There 
are a total of 15 questions in the survey that ask students about their confidence making 
that the lowest possible score when adding up the coded numbers. The highest possible 
score is 60 which translates into have high confidence. Students with low confidence 
will have scores between 15-30, moderate between 31-45, and high between 46-60. 
Procedures 
In order to facilitate this study, the following steps were taken. Approval from the 
CAU Institutional Review Board (IRB) was acquired first. Then, the Psychopathology 
classes were chosen as samples. Permission was obtained from the instructor to 
administer the measure during a class period for each of the two classes taught. The 
instructor announced that a survey would be administered by a colleague. Consent 
forms (shown in Appendix A) and surveys were disseminated to students. For the 
afternoon class, it immediately followed the completion of their class exam and 
administration paperwork. The evening class completed the survey at the beginning of 
class immediately following the completion of another survey. The consent form was 
signed by students in agreement to participate in the study. 
It took approximately ten minutes for students to complete the MSW Student 
Practice Confidence Survey. After students completed the survey, the consent form and 
measure were collected, separated, and placed in an envelope to ensure anonymity. 
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Students were also thanked for participation in the study. The consent forms were 
placed in a separate envelope and given to the MSW department secretary to have 
locked in a cabinet in the WMYJSSW for up to three years. The data obtained from the 
measure were evaluated in order to draw conclusions that are discussed further in this 
study. 
Human Subjects/Consent 
Since experimentation was being conducted on human subjects, permission was 
obtained from Clark Atlanta University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB). The 
proposal was explained in the application process to ensure that no harm was being 
done during the research. Approval was granted along with full exemption from IRB 
review. 
Statistical Analysis 
Based on the variables for this study, the data were analyzed using cross¬ 
tabulations. The independent variable is of nominal value as it represents the prior 
work experience or having a BSW. Again, practicum was used interchangeably with 
work experience and it was rated as a factor in confidence to practice social work. The 
dependent variable is of interval value with responses ranging from not confident to 
very confident. Cross tabulations were used to compare prior work experience and 
educational experience to determine the significance between the expected relationships 
of the dependent and independent variables to the actual relationship. 
CHAPTER FIVE 
FINDINGS 
There were thirty-five students total to participate in this study. More than 90% of 
the students were African-American and more than 60% were female. Table 1 displays 
the demographics of the students that completed the surveys. The demographics cover 
ethnicity, gender, age, enrollment status, program specialization, and marital status. 
There was one missing data in the marital status category, and two unanswered under 
the specialization. The ages ranged from twenty-two years old to fifty-nine years of 
age. Sixty-six percent of students were between the ages of twenty-two and twenty- 
eight years old. In terms of program specialization, 54% of students are in Child and 
Family, 29% in Health/Mental Health, 11% in School Social Work, and a remaining 6% 
were unanswered. 
The results taken from the study indicate that although less than half of the 
students that completed the survey do not have a BSW, more than a quarter had 
previous work experience which is displayed in Figure 1. Some of the students without 
BSW degrees reported to have Bachelor degrees in the area of social welfare or human 
service including psychology and counseling. However, there was missing data from 
one of the student's surveys. In the last question on the survey, students were also 
allowed to prioritize factors that they feel provide them the most confidence. Figure 2 
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displays the number of students that rated practicum or previous experience as their top 
two, the number that rated both practicum and previous experience as the top two, and 
the number that rated other factors as top influences. 
In the data that was taken from the prioritizing of influence on confidence, it was 
also found that three students misunderstood the directions and duplicated some of the 
numbers. Instead of prioritizing from one to eight, they rated some of the factors based 
on a scale leading to missing data. Advisors, supervisors, and colleagues were also 
rated in this priority list. This displays whether students received confidence or 
encouragement from any of these individuals. Of the thirty-two students that completed 
the question correctly, twenty-three students ranked at least one of the individuals in the 
top four. This means that over half of the students looked towards their colleagues, 
advisor, and or supervisor to influence their confidence. 
Although the students are preparing for graduation, they are a combination of 37% 
part-time and 63% full-time students as shown in Table 1. When asked if they felt that 
their degree, whether they had a BSW or not, prepared them for the field of social work, 
51.4% reported that they strongly agreed. Another 22.9% reported that they agreed, 
with a remaining 25.7% either disagreeing or strongly disagreeing. There was a total of 
82.4% of students that had previous work experience and 17.6% without. There was 
one student that did not respond to this question, but the missing data would not have a 
significant difference in the percentages. Prior work experience areas reported by 
students included: mental health, child and family services, juvenile probation and 
courts, counseling, child protective services, ministry, court system, foster care, 
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residential treatment, substance abuse, intake, homeless services, and group home 
services. 
Table 1. 
Demographics of MSW Students 
VARIABLES NUMBER PERCENT 
Ethnicity 
African-American 32 91 
White 1 3 
Multi-racial 1 3 
Other 1 3 
Total= 35 Total= 100 
Gender 
Male 8 23 
Female 27 77 
Total= 35 Total= 100 
Age 
22-28 23 66 
29-35 5 14 
36-42 2 6 
43 + 5 14 
Total= 35 Total = 100 
Enrollment Status 
Full-time 22 63 
Part-time 13 37 
Total= 35 Total= 100 
Specialization 
Child & Family 19 54 
School SW 4 11 
Flealth/Mental Health 10 29 
Missing data 2 6 
Total= 35 Total= 100 
Marital Status 
Single 1  31 
Dating 12 34 
Married 8 23 
Divorced 3 9 
Widowed 0 0 
Missing data 1 3 
Total= 35 Total = 100 
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Figure 1. MSW Students’ Undergraduate Degree and Experience 
Figure 2. Factors that Influence MSW Students’ Confidence to Practice 
The question regarding confidence in understanding the role as a professional 
within the context of social work practice, only 25.7% of students reported to be very 
confident. The largest percentage being 51.4% represented students that felt confident, 
with a remaining 22.9% feeling somewhat confident. There were no responses to this 
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question of students not feeling confident. In regards to the content portion of the 
survey, knowledge base was compared to confidence in the ability to apply the 
knowledge to practice. 
For question thirteen regarding having confidence in the ability to recognize, 
interpret, and respond to clients’ non-verbal communication 8.6% of the students 
reported to disagree with the statement. Students that agreed they had confidence were 
at 48.6% and the remaining 42.8% reported to strongly agree with the statement. The 
following question addressed the students’ being able to function autonomously in 
practice without inappropriate requests for guidance. For this question, 51.4% of the 
students agreed with the statement, 42.9% strongly agreed, and only 5.7% disagreed. 
Confidence in the ability to clarify conflicting values and ethical dilemmas was another 
question that had one missing data. Only one student (2.9%) reported to not feel 
confident, 22.8% were somewhat confident, 45.7% were confident, 25.7% felt very 
confident, and the remaining 2.9% is missing data. 
The remaining content questions were asked in two parts: understanding and 
confidence to practice. Question number sixteen addressed understanding of the 
National Association of Social Workers (NASW) Code of Ethics. One student (2.9%) 
reported to disagree, 25.7% reported to agree, and the remaining 71.4% to strongly 
agree. When looking at the ability to practice, 8.6% felt somewhat confident, 71.4% 
were confident, and only 20% were very confident. In regards to differentiation 
between personal and professional self, 80% of the students strongly agreed they have 
learned it and the remaining 20% agreed. In the ability to apply this knowledge to 
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practice, 45.7% were very confident, 40% confident, and 14.3% (five students) were 
somewhat confident. 
In understanding the biopsychosocial perspective, 42.8% of the students strongly 
agreed, 54.3% agreed, and only 2.9% disagreed. The confidence was reported with 
62.9% of the students feeling confident, 22.8% somewhat confident, and only 14.3% 
feeling very confident. Students strongly agreed with 85.7% reporting in their 
understanding of diversity, and the remaining 14.3% agreed. There were three students 
(8.6%) who only felt somewhat confident, 48.6% were confident, and 42.9% very 
confident. 
In understanding the roles and functions of the generalist social worker, 65.7% of 
the students reported that they strongly agree, 31.4% agreed, and 2.9% (one student) 
disagreed. Twenty-five students (71.4%) strongly agree that they understand the 
Ecological Perspective, 22.9% agree, and only 2.9% disagreed. The ability to practice 
was reported with 62.9% feeling confident, 11.4% feeling somewhat confident, and 
25.7% feeling very confident. In regards to understanding the Strengths Perspectives, 
77.1% strongly agreed, 14.3% agreed, and 8.6% (three students) disagreed. Only 2.9% 
reported to not feel confident, 17.1% somewhat confident, 54.3% confident and 25.7% 
very confident in their ability to apply the knowledge to practice. 
Question number twenty-three asked whether students demonstrate understanding 
in each student’s area of specialization (health mental health, child and family, and 
school social work). Only one student (2.9%) reported to disagree, 34.3% agreed, and 
62.8% strongly agreed. From the confidence aspect, still only one student (2.9%) 
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reported to not be confident, 17.1% somewhat confident, 54.3% confident, and 25.7% 
very confident. With the Afrocentric Perspective, 40% of students strongly agreed that 
they understood, 31.4% agreed, and 25.7% disagreed with one missing response (2.9%). 
One student (2.9%) reported to feel confident in applying the knowledge, 34.3% 
somewhat confident, 51.4% confident and 11.4% very confident. 
Two students (5.7%) disagreed that they understood humanistic values, 31.4% 
agreed, and 62.9% strongly agreed. Students reported to be 20% somewhat confident, 
51.4% confident and 28.6% very confident. In terms of understanding research, 68.6% 
strongly agreed, 22.9% agreed, and 8.6% (three students) disagreed. Two students 
(5.7%) reported to not feel confident, 25.7% somewhat confident, 40% confident, and 
the remaining 28.6% very confident. For policy, again only 2.9% disagreed, 42.9% 
agreed, and 54.3% strongly agreed. As it relates to their confident in applying the 
knowledge, 17.1% of students were somewhat confident, 60% confident and 22.9% 
very confident. In understanding psychopathology, 54.3% students strongly agreed, 
42.8% agreed, and only 2.9% disagreed. The same 2.9% reported to not feel confident, 
25.7% somewhat confident, 54.3% confident and finally 17.1% very confident. 
When the data was cross tabulated to see what percentage of students fit into 
which confidence category, it was found that none of the students had low confidence in 
their ability to practice social work. There was a total of 54.3% of students that had 
moderate confidence and 45.7% with high confidence. Tables 2 and 3 show the data 
discussed in this section. It revealed that an equal number of students with a BSW had 
moderate and high levels of confidence. Of the twelve students with a BSW, six were 
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found to have moderate and six having high confidence. They composed only 31.6% of 
the moderate category and 37.5% of the high category. Of the twenty-eight students 
with work experience, 78.9% had moderate confidence and 37.5% with high 
confidence. They composed 21.1% of the moderate category and 18.8% of the high 
category. 
Table 2. 
Confidence Categories of Students with a BSW 
Type of Student Low Confidence Moderate Confidence High Confidence 
With BSW 0 31.6 37.5 
No BSW 0 68.4 62.5 
Totals 0 100% 100% 
Table 3. 
Confidence Categories of Students with Work Experience 
Type of Student Low Confidence Moderate Confidence High Confidence 
Work 0 78.9 81.2 
No Work 0 21.1 18.8 
Totals 0 100% 100% 
CHAPTER SIX 
DISCUSSION 
In reviewing the results from this study, it appears that both hypotheses must be 
rejected. In the case of students with a BSW having higher confidence, the hypothesis 
must be rejected due to no significant difference. There were six students that fit into 
the moderate category, and six that fit into the high confidence category. The results 
from the cross-tabulation were also able to display the number of students that have a 
BSW and which confidence category they fit into, as well as the students with work 
experience and the confidence category into which they fit into. In the case of students 
with prior work experience having higher confidence, the hypothesis must be rejected 
due to there being no significant difference. A majority of the students had prior work 
experience, but the students without work experience felt confident in their ability to 
practice social work. 
It was expected that there would be a greater difference in confidence of students 
without a BSW or work experience. It was surprising to find that the students that have 
a BSW and work experience did not all have high self-confidence and the remaining 
students did not all have moderate or low confidence. A majority of the students 
believed that their undergraduate degree prepared them for the social work field 
regardless of it not having a BSW. The students who reported otherwise may have been 
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those who obtained an undergraduate degree in a field outside of psychology, 
sociology, or other social welfare areas. There were no students that reported to 
strongly disagree to understanding the aspects of social work. This indicates that 
students at least understand what is expected of them as social workers, with only a 
small number seeming to not completely grasp some of the knowledge base needed to 
practice as a social worker. 
The data gathered from this study does not directly support the information 
discussed in the literature review. The students in this study appear to no have 
confidence issues as they prepare for the transition from student to social worker. 
Students also felt confident that their undergraduate degree prepared them for the filed 
of social work, indicating that motivational strategies may have already been 
implemented. For example, in Langley's study (2004), it was found that there was no 
significant difference between the two studied groups. In this study, there was also no 
significant difference in the groups of students that have a BSW and work experience, 
and those who did not. Practicum experience, used interchangeably with work 
experience, has influence on confidence in this study, and was discussed earlier as being 
considered a direct representation of the “real world.” This therefore implies that work 
experience may influence confidence and this study supports that notion. 
Only one or two MSW students that do not have a BSW or work experience 
reported to be either not confident or somewhat confident in the same areas except 
research. The Afrocentric Perspective was content that 31.4% of students across the 
board (with or without a BSW or work experience) felt somewhat confident in 
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practicing. Only one student without a BSW or work experience reported to not feel 
confident in practicing the Afrocentric Perspective. This could be in relation to 
classroom instruction and the understanding of the perspective. Students, on average, 
had confidence in their ability to practice social work. 
Conclusions 
The MSW students at CAU seem to have confidence in their abilities to practice 
social work. This also alludes to high rates of self-efficacy based on Bandura’s theory. 
Not only do the students feel they possess the skills, but also believe they can perform 
as social workers. Verbal persuasion was viewed from the aspect of colleagues, 
advisors, and supervisors contributing to confidence levels. Over half the students 
ranked at least one of the individuals as providing confidence. Students preparing for 
graduation from the MSW program should be adequately prepared to enter the practice 
in the real world. Overall, most of the MSW students reported to have confidence in 
themselves to practice the specific aspects of social work based on knowledge taught in 
the curriculum. 
Limitations of the study 
In the conducted study, there were factors that were not taken into consideration 
that may need further investigation. The study is first, not generalizable because it was 
conducted with a small number of predominately African-American students attending 
an HBCU. Also, the measure is not universally used with other social work program. 
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rather, is specific to CAU’s curriculum. Other factors, such as the number of years of 
work experience, may also affect a student’s confidence level. This was not addressed 
in this study or obtained from the given measure. The demographic of marital status 
also proved to not be particularly useful in this study. The information was not taken 
into consideration, but could have also played a role in relating it to verbal persuasion or 
encouragement form other sources. 
Moreover, the number of years between obtaining the undergraduate degree and 
pursuing a MSW was not noted. This may further lead into comparing the ages of 
students and their confidence which was another factor not examined in this study. 
Another limitation of this study is that it only observes at students enrolled in the 
WMYJSSW at CAU, an HBCU, and not other universities. The majority of the 
students used in this study are African-American and female. This study is therefore 
not generablizable to the population due to these factors and the small sample size. 
An internal validity threat of this study is sample comparability. This study 
simply explores the confidence of MSW students at a point close to graduation. There 
is no comparison over the years of the same sample measuring confidence as students 
matriculate. For the students that took the survey at 1:00 pm, it followed the 
administering of a class exam. Validity may have also been threatened in that students 
just circled answers because they were tired from questions from their exam. The 
students that received the survey at 5:30 pm may have come to class straight from work 
or practicum making them exhausted from the day. This may have affected validity for 
the same reason of fatigue. 
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Implications for Social Work Practice 
The information gathered in this study will benefit the area of social work 
practice. As students matriculate through a MSW program, faculty and practicum 
supervisors may want to ensure that students maintain confidence in understanding 
content taught in class. This will contribute to a student’s belief in him or herself that 
the knowledge they have obtained will transfer appropriately into the field. The 
students in this study seem to be adequately prepared to begin a career in social work. 
However, a comparison in students from first-semester experience going into each 
semester until graduation may need to be implemented to observe increases in 
confidence over time. 
Individuals enrolled as advanced standing students are on a curriculum track that 
is learned more quickly than other students. This is based on a students having a BSW 
and fulfilling other requirements of the specific social work program. It would be 
imperative that students on this level are surveyed because they are expected to 
automatically perform at a higher knowledge-base level than other students entering 
with other degrees. If a student with a BSW is not completely confident after obtaining 
the degree and continues through as an advance standing student in a MSW program, it 
is possible that the areas of confidence may not improve if not addressed at the time of 
enrollment. In this study, there were not any students that had low confidence. 
However, half of the students with a BSW had moderate confidence while the other half 
had high levels. It is expected that students with a BSW degree have a certain 
knowledge base along with practicum experience, which should have prepared them to 
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enter the work field with high confidence. 
CSWE creates criteria for all social work programs to provide a standard for 
educated social workers. A survey could be conducted by the council to see if a 
significant number of schools have issues with students related to confidence. If self- 
confidence is an issue at other schools of social work, CSWE could decide to require 
schools to implement a tool to assess and evaluate areas of strength and weakness. In 
identifying areas of weakness, the students with a BSW falling into moderate levels of 
confidence could receive the additional encouragement to increase their confidence to a 
higher category. 
Policy may also be changed by CSWE that requires social work schools to require 
students applying to a MSW program to meet different requirements. There are a 
predetermined number of credit hours in certain courses required to apply for a MSW 
program. Students desiring to enter a MSW program with degrees not in a human 
service or social welfare area may then be required to take certain courses to ensure that 
they will enter the program with a certain level of confidence in their knowledge base of 
the social work field. 
Further research may need to be conducted to see if the number of years of work 
experience makes a difference in a student’s confidence in their ability to practice social 
work. It may be discovered that students with more years of work experience, the 
higher the confidence level. The purpose is to discover factors that contribute to levels 
of confidence in students. Other factors outside of those discussed in this study may be 
found to be more influential. This may include family encouragement, personal 
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stressors, or even student/faculty relationships. It may also be discovered that there are 
differences in confidence of students attending majority white schools compared to 





The following survey is being used to look at the confidence levels of students 
enrolled in the Whitney M. Young, Jr. School of Social Work Master of Social Work 
program. Students participating in this study anticipate graduating in May 2006. The 
study may reveal areas of the program which faculty members should explore in regards 
to building self-confidence of students in their ability to practice in the field. All 
information gathered as part of this research will be anonymous in that names of 
participants will not be revealed. 
By signing below, you are giving consent of your participation in this study. 
Participant Signature Date 
APPENDIX B 
Whitney M. Young Jr. School of Social Work 
Clark Atlanta University 
November 7, 2005 
MSW STUDENT PRACTICE CONFIDENCE SURVEY 
General Demographics: 
1. Gender: M F 
2. What is your ethnicity?  
3. What is your age?  
4. Enrollment Status: Full-time Part-time 
5. Specialization: Health Mental Health Child & Family School 
6. Marital Status: Single Dating Married Divorced Widowed 
7. Do you have a BSW? Yes No 
8. If not, what is your undergraduate degree?  
9. Do your believe your undergraduate degree prepared you for the social work field? 
Strongly Disagree 1 2 3 4 Strongly Agree 
10. Do you or have you worked in the social service area? Yes No 
11. If so, what area(s)?  
INSTRUCTIONS: Please answer the following questions accordingly and 
truthfully. Circle your response for each answer. For questions ranging from 
disagree to agree, circle a number from 1 to 4 to rate your response. 
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12. How confident are you in your understanding of your role as a professional within 
the context of social work practice? 
Not confident Somewhat confident Confident Very confident 
13. You are confident in your ability to recognize, interpret, and respond appropriately 
to client’s nonverbal communication. 
Strongly Disagree 1 2 3 4 Strongly Agree 
14. You are able to function autonomously in practice without inappropriate requests 
for guidance. 
Strongly Disagree 1 2 3 4 Strongly Agree 
15. How confident are you in your ability to clarify conflicting values and ethical 
dilemmas? 
Not confident Somewhat confident Confident Very confident 
16. A) You understand the NASW Code of Ethics. 
Strongly Disagree 1 2 3 4 Strongly Agree 
B) How confident are you in your ability to apply this to practice? 
Not confident Somewhat confident Confident Very confident 
17. A) You have learned to differentiate between personal and professional self. 
Strongly Disagree 1 2 3 4 Strongly Agree 
B) How confident are you in your ability to apply this to practice? 
Not confident Somewhat confident Confident Very confident 
18. A) You understand the theory of human behavior from a biopsychosocial 
perspective. 
Strongly Disagree 1 2 3 4 Strongly Agree 
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B) How confident are you in your ability to apply this knowledge to practice? 
Not confident Somewhat confident Confident Very confident 
19. A) You understand human diversity (including race, gender, culture, religion, age, 
etc). 
Strongly Disagree 1 2 3 4 Strongly Agree 
B) How confident are you in your ability to apply this knowledge to practice? 
Not confident Somewhat confident Confident Very confident 
19. A) You understand the roles and functions of the generalist social work 
practitioner. 
Strongly Disagree 1 2 3 4 Strongly Agree 
B) How confident are you in your ability to apply this knowledge to practice? 
Not confident Somewhat confident Confident Very confident 
21. A) You understand the ecological perspective. 
Strongly Disagree 1 2 3 4 Strongly Agree 
B) How confident are you in your ability to apply this knowledge to practice? 
Not confident Somewhat confident Confident Very confident 
22. A) You understand the strengths perspective. 
Strongly Disagree 12 3 4 Strongly Agree 
B) How confident are you in your ability to apply this knowledge to practice? 
Not confident Somewhat confident Confident Very confident 
23. A) You demonstrate understanding in your area of specialization (health mental 
health, child & family, school). 
Strongly Disagree 1 2 3 4 Strongly Agree 
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B) How confident are you in your ability to select an intervention method based on 
your area of practice? 
Not confident Somewhat confident Confident Very Confident 
24. A) You understand the Afrocentric perspective. 
Strongly Disagree 1 2 3 4 Strongly Agree 
B) How confident are you in your ability to apply the Afrocentric Perspective to 
practice? 
Not confident Somewhat confident Confident Very confident 
25. A) You understand humanistic values. 
Strongly Disagree 1 2 3 4 Strongly Agree 
B) How confident are you in your ability to apply humanistic values to practice. 
Not confident Somewhat confident Confident Very confident 
26. A) You understand research and it’s application to social work practice. 
Strongly Disagree 1 2 3 4 Strongly Agree 
B) How confident are you in your ability to apply this knowledge to practice? 
Not confident Somewhat confident Confident Very confident 
27. A) You understand the how social policies impact worker and client functioning. 
Strongly Disagree 1 2 3 4 Strongly Agree 
B) How confident are you in your ability to apply this knowledge to practice? 
Not confident Somewhat confident Confident Very confident 
28. A) You understand how psychopathology relates to client functioning. 
Strongly Disagree 1 2 3 4 Strongly Agree 
41 
B) How confident are you in ability to apply this knowledge to practice? 
Not confident Somewhat confident Confident Very confident 
29. Please prioritize the following items based on what gives you the most confidence 
to practice in the field of social work, with 1 being the highest and 8 being the 
lowest. 
 lectures    colleagues readings  supervisor 
 assignments  practicum advisor  previous 
experience 
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